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A  Plan That Failed
T h e  b e s t la id  sc h e m e s  o m ice a n ’ m en 
G a n g  a f t  a -g le y .
A n  le a ’e u s  n a u g h t  b u t  g r ie f  a n ’ p a in  
F o r  p ro m ise d  joy .
R o b e r t  B u rn s  w a s  r ig h t. T h e  b e s t  la id  p la n s  o f 
m ice a n d  m en  so m e tim es  g o  a w ry . T h is  is tru e  n o t 
a lo n e  in fa llo w e d  fie lds, w h e re  t in y  m ice m a y  ru n  
a n d  p la y , b u t  in th e  h a lls  o f C o n g re s s  a n d  in 
c o u r ts  o f ju s tic e , too . W h i le  Io w a  w a s  still a  T e r ­
r ito ry , C o n g re s s  s o u g h t  to  im p ro v e  th e  n a v ig a tio n  
o f th e  D e s  M o in e s  R iv e r  from  its  m o u th  to  th e  
R a c c o o n  F o rk  ’ —  th e  p re s e n t  s ite  o f D e s  M o in e s . 
T o  th is  e n d , la w s  w e re  p a s s e d , m o n e y  w a s  e x ­
p e n d e d , a n d  d a m s  w e re  b u ilt; b u t a la s , th e  p la n s  
w e n t “ a - g le y ” . E le c tio n s  e n su e d , c o m m itte e s  m et. 
o fficers re a s o n e d , la w y e rs  a rg u e d , a n d  ju d g e s  d is ­
a g re e d . M e a n w h ile , Io w a  " s p e n t  te n  y e a r s  a n d  a 
m illion  d o l la r s ’ on  a n  e x p e r im e n t th a t  fa ile d , a n d  
th e  D e s  M o in e s  R iv e r  w a s  still u n im p ro v e d .
B e tw e e n  th e  M is s is s ip p i a n d  M is s o u r i  r iv e rs
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lies a  ro ll in g  p la in  3 0 0  m ile s  w id e , e x te n d in g  fro m  
c e n tra l  M is s o u r i  to  th e  M in n e s o ta  R iv e r . C e n ­
t r a l ly  th r o u g h  th is  p ra i r ie  p a r a d is e  flow s th e  D e s  
M o in e s  R iv e r , th e  p r in c ip a l  s t r e a m  in th e  Io w a  
c o u n try .  S o m e  o f  th e  e a r l ie s t  e x p lo re r s  m a rk e d  it 
o n  th e ir  m a p s , a n d  th e  fu r  t r a d e r s  u se d  it  a s  th e  
m o s t d i r e c t  w a te r  ro u te  to  th e  in te r io r ,  a s  n o  d o u b t  
th e  I n d ia n s  h a d  d o n e  fo r  c e n tu r ie s . T o  th e  p io ­
n e e rs  th e  c h ie f  u t i l i ty  o f  .su c h  a  la rg e  s tre a m  so  
f a v o ra b ly  lo c a te d  w a s  a s  a  m e a n s  o f  t r a n s p o r t a ­
tio n . I t  is  n o t  s u rp r is in g ,  th e re fo re ,  th a t  th e y  w e re  
m u ch  c o n c e rn e d  a b o u t  its  n a v ig a b il i ty .
W h e n  A lb e r t  L e a  e x p lo re d  th e  D e s  M o in e s  
R iv e r  in  1835 , h e  c o n c lu d e d  th a t  it w a s  n a v ig a b le  
b e lo w  th e  R a c c o o n  F o rk ,  th o u g h  ro c k y  le d g e s , 
n u m e ro u s  b a r s  o f  lo o se  w h i te  s a n d , m a n y  s n a g s , 
a n d  s h a r p  b e n d s  w o u ld  m a k e  tra ffic  d ifficu lt. 
S te a m b o a ts  c o u ld  u s u a l ly  g e t  u p , h e  th o u g h t ,  d u r ­
in g  th e  h ig h - w a te r  s e a s o n  in  A p r il ,  M a y ,  a n d  
Ju n e . A  c h a n n e l  c o u ld  b e  c le a re d  a s  f a r  a s  th e  
m o u th  o f  C e d a r  C re e k  ( n e a r  th e  w e s te rn  b o u n d ­
a r y  o f  M a h a s k a  C o u n ty )  fo r  $ 5 0 0 .
S ix  y e a r s  la te r  Jo h n  C . F re m o n t ,  a f te r  a  c a re fu l  
s u rv e y , r e p o r te d  th e  D e s  M o in e s  R iv e r  to  b e  n a v i ­
g a b le , p a r t ic u la r ly  b e lo w  C e d a r  C re e k  d u r in g  th e  
s p r in g . A t  th e  s h a l lo w e s t  p la c e  a b o v e  th e  C e d a r  
h e  fo u n d  a  fo o t o f  w a te r  w h e n  th e  r iv e r  w a s  v e ry  
lo w . M r .  P h e lp s ,  w h o  h a d  liv ed  n e a r ly  tw e n ty
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y e a rs  on  th e  D e s  M o in e s , s a id  th a t  b o a ts  c o u ld  g o  
a s  f a r  u p  a s  th e  R a c c o o n  F o rk . H e  r a n  a  s te a m ­
b o a t to  h is  t r a d in g  p o s t  87  m iles  fro m  th e  m o u th .
F ro m  th e s e  o b s e rv a t io n s  ', d e c la re d  F re m o n t, “ it 
w ill b e  se e n  th a t  th is  r iv e r  is h ig h ly  su sc e p tib le  o f 
im p ro v e m e n t, p re s e n t in g  n o w h e re  a n y  o b s ta c le s  
th a t  w o u ld  n o t  y ie ld  re a d ily , a n d  a t  s l ig h t  e x ­
p en se . T h e  re m o v a l o f  lo o se  s to n e  a t  so m e  p o in ts , 
a n d  th e  c o n s tru c tio n  o f a r tif ic ia l b a n k s  a t  so m e  
o th e rs , to  d e s t ro y  th e  a b r u p t  b e n d s , w o u ld  b e  a ll 
th a t  is re q u ire d . T h e  v a r ia b le  n a tu r e  o f th e  b e d  
a n d  th e  v e lo c ity  o f th e  c u r r e n t  w o u ld  k e e p  th e  
c h a n n e l c o n s ta n t ly  c le a r .“
M e a n w h ile , s te a m b o a t  n a v ig a t io n  o n  th e  D e s  
M o in e s  R iv e r  h a d  b e g u n . In  1837  th e  5 .  B . 
S c ie n c e  to o k  a  lo a d  o f flour, m ea l, p o rk , g ro c e r ie s , 
a n d  w h is k y  u p  to  K e o s a u q u a , w h ic h  w a s  th e n  th e  
fa r th e rm o s t s e tt le m e n t on  th e  r iv e r . P ro b a b ly  th e  
ra p id s  a t  th e  G r e a t  B e n d  w o u ld  h a v e  o b s tru c te d  
th e  p a s s a g e  o f su c h  a  b o a t, if th e re  h a d  b e e n  a n y  
p u rp o se  in g o in g  f a r th e r .  T h e r e  is so m e e v id e n c e , 
h o w e v e r, th a t  a  s te a m b o a t  w e n t  u p  a s  f a r  a s  
K e o k u k 's  v illa g e  d u r in g  a  p e r io d  o f  h ig h  w a te r  in 
th e  fa ll o f 1837 . S e v e ra l k e e lb o a ts  c a r r ie d  m e r ­
c h a n d ise  a n d  p ro d u c e  u p  a n d  d o w n  th e  r iv e r . In  
1843 th e  A g a th a  s te a m e d  a ll th e  w a y  u p  to  th e  
R a c c o o n  F o rk  w ith  a  c a rg o  o f su p p lie s  a n d  a  d e ­
ta c h m e n t o f so ld ie rs  fo r  F o r t  D e s  M o in e s .
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W i t h  th e  o p e n in g  o f  c e n tr a l  Io w a  to  s e t t le m e n t 
in  1843 , th e  n e e d  o f  t r a n s p o r ta t io n  fa c ili t ie s  b e ­
c a m e  m o re  im p e ra tiv e . R a i l ro a d s  w e re  in  th e ir  
in f a n c y  a n d  h ig h w a y s  h a r d  s u r f a c e d  w ith  p la n k  
c o s t  m o re  th a n  th e y  w e re  w o r th .  T h e  c o n v e rs io n  
o f  th e  D e s  M o in e s  R iv e r  in to  a  c o m m e rc ia l w a te r  
ro u te  se e m e d  to  b e  th e  m o s t fe a s ib le  p ro je c t .  A g i ­
ta t io n  fo r  im p ro v e m e n t b y  m e a n s  o f d a m s  a n d  
lo c k s  in c re a s e d  a s  s te a m b o a t in g  d e v e lo p e d . F i ­
n a lly , o n  J a n u a r y  14, 1846 , A u g u s tu s  C . D o d g e , 
th e  D e le g a te  to  C o n g r e s s  fro m  th e  T e r r i to r y  o f 
Io w a , in t ro d u c e d  a  b ill w h e re b y  th e  U n i te d  S ta te s  
a p p r o p r ia te d  a l t e r n a te  s e c tio n s  in  a  s tr ip  o f  la n d  
five m iles  w id e  o n  e a c h  s id e  o f  th e  D e s  M o in e s  
R iv e r  to  a id  in  im p ro v in g  th e  n a v ig a t io n  o f th a t  
s tre a m . T h is  b ill b e c a m e  a  la w  o n  A u g u s t  8, 1846.
I t  w a s  c le a r ly  u n d e r s to o d  b y  a ll th a t  th e  p ro ­
p o s e d  im p ro v e m e n t s h o u ld  e x te n d  fro m  th e  m o u th  
o f  th e  r iv e r  “ to  th e  R a c c o o n  F o r k “ . B u t th e  e x ­
te n t  o f  th e  la n d  g r a n t  w a s  n o t  so  d e fin ite . T o  b e  
su re , th e  a c t  sp e c if ie d  a l te r n a te  s q u a re  m ile s  w ith in  
five m ile s  o f  th e  r iv e r . B u t, ju s t  w h a t  d id  th a t  
m ean ?  N o  o n e  se e m e d  to  k n o w  w h e th e r  th e  g r a n t  
e x te n d e d  o n ly  to  th e  m o u th  o f  th e  R a c c o o n  R iv e r, 
to  th e  n o r th e r n  b o u n d a r y  o f  th e  S ta te ,  o r  a ll th e  
w a y  to  th e  h e a d w a te r s  o f  th e  D e s  M o in e s .
A t  th e  tim e  th e  g r a n t  w a s  m a d e , th e  p e o p le  o f 
Io w a  s u p p o s e d  th a t  it e m b ra c e d  o n ly  th e  la n d  b e ­
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low  th e  R a c c o o n  F o rk . G o v e rn o r  Ja m e s  C la rk e  
e s tim a te d  th a t  it w o u ld  c o v e r  “ u p w a r d s  o f th re e  
h u n d re d  th o u s a n d  a c re s  o f  th e  m o s t fe r ti le  a n d  
v a lu a b le  la n d  in  Io w a  \  S o o n  a f te r  Io w a  w a s  
a d m itte d  to  th e  U n io n  on  D e c e m b e r  28 , 1846, a  
le g is la tiv e  c o m m itte e  s u g g e s te d  th a t  th e  a c t  o f 
C o n g re s s  g ra n t in g  a n  e q u a l m o ie ty  “ on  e a c h  s id e  
o f sa id  r iv e r “ sh o u ld  b e  in te rp re te d  a s  m e a n in g  
n o t o n ly  th e  a r e a  b e lo w  th e  R a c c o o n  F o rk , b u t  th e  
lan d  a lo n g  th e  r iv e r  fo r  th e  e n tire  d is ta n c e  t r a ­
v e rse d  b y  th e  r iv e r  w ith in  th e  lim its  o f  th e  S ta te .
In  a c c o rd a n c e  w ith  th is  in te rp re ta t io n  o f th e  
a c t, th e  c o m m itte e  e s t im a te d  th a t  th e  la n d s  g ra n te d  
b e lo w  th e  m o u th  o f  th e  R a c c o o n  F o rk  in c lu d e d  a t  
le a s t 4 0 0 ,0 0 0  a c re s , a n d  th a t  th o s e  a b o v e  th e  
m o u th  o f th e  R a c c o o n  c o n s t i tu te d  a n  a d d it io n a l  
a re a  o f 5 6 0 ,0 0 0  a c re s . T h is  e n t ire  g ra n t ,  if so ld  a t  
th e  m in im um  p ric e  o f $ 1 .2 5  p e r  a c re , w o u ld  y ie ld  
a p p ro x im a te ly  $ 1 ,2 0 0 ,0 0 0 , w h ic h  w o u ld  m o re  th a n  
p a y  th e  e x p e n s e  o f th e  w h o le  im p ro v e m e n t p ro ­
g ram . T h is  g lo w in g  r e p o r t  w a s  r e g a r d e d  b y  so m e 
a s  v is io n a ry . A  m a tte r  o f su c h  im p o r ta n c e , h o w ­
ever, w a s  n o t to  b e  p a s s e d  o v e r  l ig h tly , a n d  m en  
in p u b lic  a f fa irs  a t  o n c e  b e g a n  to  s p e c u la te  u p o n  
th e  tru e  m e a n in g  o f th e  law , a n d  to  e s tim a te  th e  
rea l e x te n t  o f th e  g r a n t  g iv en  b y  C o n g re s s .
T h e n  it w a s  th a t  th e  q u e s tio n  o f  im p ro v in g  th e  
D es  M o in e s  R iv e r  b e c a m e  a  p o litica l issu e . In
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A p r il ,  1 8 4 7 , th e  D e m o c ra t ic  S ta te  C e n tr a l  C o m ­
m itte e  g a v e  n o tic e  o f  a  c o n v e n tio n  to  b e  h e ld  a t  
B lo o m in g to n  ( n o w  M u s c a t in e )  fo r  th e  p u rp o s e  o f 
n o m in a t in g  c a n d id a te s  fo r  m e m b e rs  o f th e  B o a rd  
o f  P u b lic  W o r k s .  A t te n t io n  w a s  c a lle d  to  th e  fa c t  
th a t  th e s e  o ffice rs  w o u ld  b e  e n t r u s te d  w ith  th e  d is ­
p o s a l  o f  m o re  th a n  a  m illio n  a c re s  o f  v a lu a b le  Io w a  
la n d , a n d  w ith  th e  e x p e n d i tu r e  o f  v a s t  su m s o f 
m o n e y  fo r  in te rn a l  im p ro v e m e n ts . I t  w a s  a lso  
s u g g e s te d  th a t  th e s e  o ffices “ s h o u ld  b e  filled  b y  
h o n e s t  a n d  c o m p e te n t  m en , o f  c o r re c t  p r in c ip le s '’, 
a n d  e m p h a s is  w a s  p la c e d  u p o n  th e  d e s ira b i l i ty  o f 
u n i ty  o f  a c t io n  a m o n g  m e m b e rs  o f  th e  D e m o c ra tic  
p a r ty  in  o r d e r  to  s e c u re  su c h  m en .
T h e  a p p e a l  s o u n d e d  p la u s ib le , b u t  it w a s  s u b ­
je c t  to  a t t a c k  b y  th e  o p p o s it io n  p a r ty .  T h e  e d ito r  
o f  th e  Io w a  S ta n d a r d , a  le a d in g  W h i g  a d v o c a te ,  
e n d o r s e d  th e  id e a  th a t  “ h o n e s t  a n d  c o m p e te n t’’ 
m en  s h o u ld  b e  s e le c te d , b u t  th o u g h t  th e y  sh o u ld  
n o t  b e  ta k e n  “ e x c lu s iv e ly  fro m  th e  lo co  fo co  
r a n k s  ’. M e m b e rs  o f  th e  D e m o c ra tic  co m m ittee , 
h e  s a id , “ k n o w  th a t  th e re  a r e  ju s t  a s  m a n y  h o n e s t  
a n d  c o m p e te n t  m en , a n d  o f  c o r re c t  p r in c ip le s  too , 
in  th e  W h i g  r a n k s  a s  th e re  a r e  in  th e ir  o w n . B u t 
th is  is n o t  w h a t  th e y  a r e  a f te r .  T h e i r  o b je c t  is to  
p re v e n t ,  b y  a  u n io n  o f  p a r ty  s t r e n g th ,  th e  p o ss ib le  
e le c tio n  o f  a n y  h o n e s t  o r  c o m p e te n t  W h ig .  T h a t ’s 
th e  E n g lis h  o f  i t . “ T h e  e d i to r  fu r th e r  e x p re s s e d
A  P L A N  T H A T  F A IL E D 279
th e  v iew  th a t  th e  se le c tio n  o f su c h  o fficers  sh o u ld  
n o t b e  a  p a r t is a n  m a tte r ,  b u t  th a t  m en  o f e x p e r i ­
e n ce  a n d  co m m o n  se n se  sh o u ld  b e  s e le c te d  r e g a r d ­
le ss  o f  p a r ty  a ffilia tio n . H e  th o u g h t  th a t  th e  
B o a rd  sh o u ld  c o n s is t  o f a  g ro u p  o f civ il e n g in e e rs  
r a th e r  th a n  a  n u m b e r  o f “ b ra w lin g  p o li t ic ia n s ” .
A  fe w  w e e k s  la te r  th e  sa m e  e d ito r  a g a in  c a lle d  
a t te n t io n  to  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  th e  im p e n d in g  e le c ­
tio n . “ W e  h a d  n o  w is h “ , he  s a id , “ to  see  a  p a r ty  
c o n te s t  fo r  th e  B o a rd  o f  P u b lic  W o r k s .  B u t th e  
loco  fo co s  w o u ld  h a v e  it so , a n d  th e y  m u s t ta k e  
th e  c o n se q u e n c e s . If th e y  a r e  b a d ly  w h ip p e d  w ith  
th e ir  o w n  w e a p o n s , th e y  m u s t n o t  b la m e  us, w e  
d id  o u r  d u ty , a n d  a d m o n is h e d  th em  n o t  to  h o ld  a  
g ra n d  S ta te  c a u c u s  to  d ic ta te  to  th e  d e m o c ra c y ’.“
T h e  D e m o c ra ts  d id  n o t  h e e d  th e  a d v ic e  o f th e  
o p p o s itio n , a n d  th e  ch o ice  o f  m e m b e rs  on  th e  
B o a rd  o f  P u b lic  W o r k s  w a s  d e te rm in e d  ch ie fly  b y  
p o litica l a ffilia tio n . I t so o n  a p p e a re d ,  h o w e v e r , 
th a t  th e  W h ig  w a rn in g  th a t  th e  D e m o c ra ts  m ig h t 
be  “ w h ip p e d  w ith  th e ir  o w n  w e a p o n s “ w a s  n o t 
w ell fo u n d e d , fo r  th e  D e m o c ra tic  c a n d id a te s  w e re  
e le c te d  b y  a  s u b s ta n t ia l  m a jo r ity .
S o o n  a f te r  th e  e le c tio n , th e  B o a rd  o f P u b lic  
w o rk s  s e le c te d  S a m u e l R . C u r t is  o f O h io  a s  ch ie f 
e n g in e e r . A  s u rv e y  c o m p le te d  in 1850  d isc lo se d  
th e  fa c t  th a t  th e  to ta l  d is ta n c e  fro m  F o r t  D e s  
M o in e s  to  th e  m o u th  o f th e  D e s  M o in e s  R iv e r  w a s
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a  lit t le  m o re  th a n  2 0 4  m iles . B e tw e e n  th o s e  p o in ts  
th e  r iv e r  fe ll 3 0 9  fe e t.
T h e  p la n  o f  im p ro v e m e n t p ro p o s e d  th e  c o n ­
s t ru c t io n  o f  tw e n ty - e ig h t  d a m s  a n d  n in e  lo ck s. 
F ro m  th e  f irs t d a m . a t  S t. F ra n c is v il le ,  M is s o u r i ,  
a t  th e  h e a d  o f  N a s s a u  S lo u g h , n a v ig a b le  w a te r  
w a s  to  b e  lo c k e d  to  th e  M is s is s ip p i. B e g in n in g  
w ith  S t. F ra n c is v i l le ,  e a c h  d a m  w a s  to  b e  o f  su ch  
h e ig h t  a s  to  ra is e  th e  w a te r  to  th e  n e x t  d a m  a b o v e . 
D a m  n u m b e r  tw o  w a s  lo c a te d  a t  C o w p e n ’s M ill 
n e a r  th e  lin e  b e tw e e n  r a n g e s  s e v e n  a n d  e ig h t, a n d  
n u m b e r  th r e e  w a s  a t  T h o rn e  s M ill a t  A th e n s , 
M is s o u r i .  N u m b e r  fo u r  w a s  a  h a lf  m ile  a b o v e  th e  
s ite  o f F a rm in g to n ,  n u m b e r  five a t  B o n a p a r te ,  
n u m b e r  s ix  a t  B e n to n s p o r t ,  a n d  n u m b e r  se v e n  a t  
K e o s a u q u a . N u m b e r  e ig h t  w a s  a t  P o w e l l ’s n e a r  
K ilb o u rn e , n u m b e r  n in e  a t  P o r t la n d ,  a n d  n u m b e r  
te n  a t  J o rd a n , o n e  m ile  a b o v e  Io w a v ille . T h e  firs t 
se v e n  d a m s  w ith  lo ck s  w e re  c o m p le te d  a n d  p u t 
in to  o p e ra t io n , a n d  c o n s id e ra b le  w o rk  w a s  d o n e  
o n  d a m s  e ig h t, n in e , a n d  te n . L ittle  o r  n o  w o rk  
w a s  d o n e  in c o n n e c tio n  w ith  th e  o th e r  d a m s , b u t 
th e ir  lo c a tio n s  w e re  d e s ig n a te d .
D a m  n u m b e r  e le v e n  w a s  to  b e  lo c a te d  a t  K a le s -  
b a c k  n e a r  E ld o n , n u m b e r  tw e lv e  a t  R o w la n d s  
n e a r  C lif f la n d , a n d  n u m b e r  th ir te e n  a t  th e  m o u th  
o f  S u g a r  C re e k , tw o  m ile s  b e lo w  O ttu m w a . N u m ­
b e r  fo u r te e n  w a s  ju s t  a b o v e  O ttu m w a  w h e re  a
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c a n a l w a s  p la n n e d  to  s h o r te n  th e  c h a n n e l. N u m ­
b e r  f if te en  w a s  th re e  m iles  b e lo w  C h illic o th e , 
n u m b e r s ix te e n  a lso  n e a r  C h illic o th e , n u m b e r  s e v ­
e n te e n  th re e  m iles b e lo w  E d d y v il le ,  n u m b e r  
e ig h te e n  tw o  m iles a b o v e  E d d y v il le ,  a n d  n u m b e r  
n in e te e n  a t  R o c k y  R ip p le  w e s t  o f G iv in . N u m b e r  
tw e n ty  w a s  a t  T a l le y  s F o rd ,  w h e re  a  c a n a l w a s  
to  le a d  a c ro s s  a  la rg e  b e n d  th u s  s h o r te n in g  th e  
c h a n n e l. N u m b e r  tw e n ty -o n e  w a s  to  b e  h a lf  a  
m ile a b o v e  th e  m o u th  o f E n g lis h  C re e k , n u m b e r  
tw e n ty - tw o  a t  A m s te rd a m , s o u th w e s t  o f P e lla , 
n u m b e r tw e n ty - th r e e  a t  th e  m o u th  o f W h i t e -  
b re a s t  C re e k  w h e re  a n o th e r  c a n a l w a s  p la n n e d  to  
sh o r te n  th e  ro u te . N u m b e r  tw e n ty - f o u r  w a s  ju s t 
b e lo w  R e d  R o c k  ( n e a r  th e  p re s e n t  to w n  o f C o r ­
d o v a ) ,  n u m b e r  tw e n ty -f iv e  a t  B e n n in g to n  n e a r  
S w a n . N u m b e r  tw e n ty - s ix  w a s  a t  L a fa y e t te  a n d  
n u m b e r tw e n ty - s e v e n  w a s  a t  D u d ly  s o u th w e s t  of 
A d e lp h i. N u m b e r  tw e n ty -e ig h t  n e a r  L e v e y  ra ise d
th e  w a te r  to  th e  R a c c o o n  F o rk .
M r . C u r t is  to o k  a  v e ry  o p tim is tic  v iew  o f th e  
p ro je c t, d e c la r in g  th a t  th e  v a lle y  d ra in e d  b y  th e  
D e s  M o in e s  R iv e r  w a s  “ e x c e e d in g ly  fe r tile  a n d  
v e ry  e x te n s iv e  —  th a t  n o  o th e r  c o u n try  co u ld  
p ro d u c e  m o re  a g r ic u l tu ra l  w e a lth . T a k in g  all 
th in g s  in to  c o n s id e ra t io n  h e  sa id  it w a s  m a th e ­
m a tic a lly  c e r ta in “ th a t  th e  D e s  M o in e s  R iv e r  
co u ld  be  m a d e  a  g r e a t  th o ro u g h fa re  fo r th e  t r a n s ­
p o r ta tio n  o f m id -w e s te rn  p ro d u c e .
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T h e  g lo w in g  r e p o r t s  o f  th e  c o u n tr y  a n d  th e  a d ­
v a n ta g e s  to  b e  g a in e d  b y  im p ro v in g  th e  r iv e r  
s t im u la te d  a  g r e a te r  in te r e s t  in  th e  p ro je c t .  T h e  
G e n e ra l  L a n d  O ffice , a s k e d  to  in te r p r e t  th e  e x te n t  
o f  th e  g r a n t ,  d e c la r e d  th a t  it w e n t  a s  f a r  a s  th e  
n o r th e r n  b o u n d a r y  o f  Io w a . N o tw i th s ta n d in g  
th a t  o p in io n , h o w e v e r , th e  F e d e r a l  G o v e rn m e n t 
p la c e d  o n  th e  m a rk e t  so m e  o f  th e  D e s  M o in e s  
R iv e r  im p ro v e m e n t la n d  a b o v e  th e  R a c c o o n  F o rk , 
a n d  a b o u t  2 5 ,0 0 0  a c re s  w e re  so ld . M e a n w h ile  
w o rk  c o n t in u e d  o n  th e  im p ro v e m e n t p ro je c t. B y  
D e c e m b e r  1, 1848 , la n d  s a le s  to  th e  e x te n t  o f  
5 5 0 ,1 5 1  h a d  b e e n  m a d e . T h e  sum  o f  $ 3 4 ,9 9 6  h a d  
b e e n  p a id  fo r  r iv e r  im p ro v e m e n t a n d  s a la r ie s  a n d  
th e re  w a s  a  b a la n c e  o f  $ 1 5 ,1 5 5  in  th e  t r e a s u ry .
I t so o n  b e c a m e  a p p a r e n t  th a t  la n d  c o u ld  n o t  b e  
so ld  f a s t  e n o u g h  to  m e e t th e  e x p e n s e s  o f th e  w o rk  
th a t  h a d  b e e n  u n d e r ta k e n .  T o  m e e t th is  s i tu a tio n  
th e  B o a rd  o f  P u b lic  W o r k s  re c o m m e n d e d  to  th e  
G e n e ra l  A s s e m b ly  th a t  b o n d s  b e  is su e d  p le d g in g , 
a s  a  g u a r a n te e  o f  p a y m e n t, th e  p ro c e e d s  o f  th e  
la n d s  a n d  th e  to lls  to  b e  re c e iv e d  fro m  th e  im ­
p ro v e m e n ts . T h is  w a s  o p p o s e d  a s  b e in g  “a n t i ­
d e m o c ra t ic ” a n d  “ u n p o li t ic ” . A  c o n tro v e r s y  e n ­
s u e d  a n d  th e  B o a rd  w a s  r e o rg a n iz e d . T h is  w a s  
fo llo w e d  b y  a n o th e r  ru l in g  b y  th e  F e d e ra l  G o v ­
e rn m e n t th a t  th e  g r a n t  e x te n d e d  fro m  th e  m o u th  
o f th e  D e s  M o in e s  R iv e r  to  its  s o u rc e  in  M in n e ­
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so ta . B u t b e fo re  th is  o p in io n  c o u ld  b e  c o n firm ed  
a n o th e r  d e c is io n  c a m e  to  th e  e ffe c t th a t  th e  g r a n t  
in fa c t  e x te n d e d  o n ly  to  th e  R a c c o o n  F o rk .
M e a n w h ile  flo o d s d a m a g e d  th e  w o rk  a l r e a d y  
u n d e r  w a y . In  1849  s e v e ra l  d a m s  w e re  w a s h e d  
ou t. S o m e  o f th e  c o n tr a c to r s  a s k e d  th a t  th e y  b e  
p e rm itte d  to  re lin q u ish  th e ir  c o n tra c ts ,  o th e r s  
a sk e d  fo r  d a m a g e s . I t  w a s  c le a r ly  a p p a r e n t  th a t  
a n y  re lin q u is h m e n t a n d  re - le t t in g  w o u ld  b e  e x ­
p en s iv e  in v ie w  o f th e  c o n s ta n t ly  r is in g  p ric e s . I t  
w a s  a lso  c le a r  th a t  in c re a s e d  fu n d s  w o u ld  b e  
n e e d e d  v e ry  so o n  o r  th e  w h o le  p ro je c t  w o u ld  fail. 
M e m b e rs  o f th e  B o a rd  o f P u b lic  W o r k s  th o u g h t  
of b o r ro w in g  m o n e y  o n  th e  u n s o ld  la n d s , b u t  a  
su ffic ien t a m o u n t c o u ld  n o t  b e  o b ta in e d  in th a t  
w a y . T h e y  a lso  w a n te d  to  is su e  c e r tif ic a te s  p a y ­
ab le  o u t o f fu tu re  e a rn in g s . T o  th is  p la n  m e m b e rs  
of th e  le g is la tu re  o b je c te d  a n d  a s  a  re s u l t  th e  
B o a rd  w a s  a g a in  d is so lv e d  a n d  re o rg a n iz e d  on  a  
n e w  b a s is  in  1849.
C a s tin g  a b o u t  fo r  a  w a y  o u t, it w a s  le a rn e d  th a t  
th e  S ta te s  o f In d ia n a  a n d  Illin o is , in  u n d e r ta k in g  
s im ila r im p ro v e m e n ts , h a d  a s s ig n e d  th e  w h o le  
b u s in e ss  to  p r iv a te  c o m p a n ie s . A c c o rd in g ly , a  
few  m o n th s  a f te r  th e  re o rg a n iz a t io n  o f th e  B o a rd , 
th e  D e s  M o in e s  R iv e r  Im p ro v e m e n t P ro je c t  w a s  
ta k e n  o v e r  b y  th e  B a n g s  B ro th e rs  a n d  C o m p a n y  
of N e w  Y o rk , u n d e r  a n  a g re e m e n t to  c o m p le te
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th e  w o rk  in  fo u r  y e a r s .  T h is  g a v e  n e w  h o p e . 
B u t it w a s  so o n  d is c o v e re d  th a t  th e  c o n tr a c t  c o n ­
ta in e d  a  s t ip u la t io n  th a t  th e  la n d  b e lo w  th e  R a c ­
c o o n  F o r k  s h o u ld  n o t  b e  so ld  fo r  le ss  th a n  tw o  
d o l la r s  a n  a c re , a n d  la n d s  a b o v e  th e  F o r k  s h o u ld  
n o t  to  b e  so ld  fo r  le ss  th a n  five d o l la r s  p e r  a c re . 
T h is  g a v e  r is e  to  d is s a t is f a c t io n  b e c a u s e  m u c h  o f 
th e  la n d  w a s  o c c u p ie d  b y  s e t t le r s  w h o  h a d  e x ­
p e c te d  to  o b ta in  ti t le  to  la n d  fo r  $ 1 .2 5  a n  a c re . 
W h e n  p o p u la r  e x c ite m e n t w a s  a t  i ts  h e ig h t, n e w s  
c a m e  th a t  th e  B a n g s  B ro th e r s  h a d  fa ile d  a n d  
th e ir  c o n t r a c t  w a s  o f  n o  e ffec t.
W i t h  c o n d it io n s  th u s  in  tu rm o il a n d  c o n fu s io n , 
e f fo r ts  w e re  m a d e  to  in te r e s t  e a s te rn  c a p ita l is ts  
in  f in a n c in g  a  c o m p le tio n  o f  th e  p ro je c t . T o  th is  
e n d  a  c o n tr a c t  w a s  n e g o t ia te d  w ith  H e n r y  
O  R e illy , a  N e w  Y o rk  c o n tr a c to r ,  w h e re b y  fo r  a  
c o n s id e ra t io n  o f  u n s o ld  la n d s  b e lo n g in g  to  th e  
im p ro v e m e n t, a n d  fo r  th e  to lls , w a te r  r e n ts  a n d  
o th e r  p ro f its  a r is in g  fro m  th e  w o rk  fo r  a  te rm  o f 
fo r ty  y e a r s ,  h e  a g r e e d  to  c o m p le te  th e  p ro je c t  in 
fo u r  y e a r s .  A f te r  s ig n in g  th is  c o n tra c t ,  O ’R e illy  
r e tu r n e d  to  th e  E a s t  a n d ,  in  a c c o rd a n c e  w ith  th e  
la w s  o f  Io w a , o rg a n iz e d  a  c o m p a n y  k n o w n  a s  th e  
D e s  M o in e s  N a v ig a t io n  a n d  R a ilro a d  C o m p a n y , 
to  w h ic h  th e  c o n t r a c t  w a s  a s s ig n e d .
L in d e r  th is  c o n tr a c t  it w a s  re a s o n a b le  fo r  th e  
p e o p le  to  e x p e c t  th a t  th e  w o rk  o f r iv e r  im p ro v e ­
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m en t w o u ld  b e  ra p id ly  c a r r ie d  fo rw a rd  to  a  s u c ­
ce ssfu l c o n c lu s io n . T h e s e  h o p e s , h o w e v e r , w e re  
o f b r ie f  d u ra t io n , fo r  m is u n d e r s ta n d in g s  a n d  d is ­
a g re e m e n ts  so o n  d e v e lo p e d  a m o n g  m e m b e rs  o f 
th e  c o m p a n y , a n d  n u m e ro u s  a c c u s a t io n s  o f  m is ­
m a n a g e m e n t a n d  g r a f t  w e re  m a d e . A t  a  c a lle d  
sess io n  o f th e  G e n e ra l  A s s e m b ly  in  1856 , D o n a ld  
M a n n , a  s to c k h o ld e r  o f th e  c o m p a n y , m e m o ria l­
ized  th e  le g is la tu re  to  c o r re c t  th e  “ m a n ifo ld  
a b u s e s ’ o f w h ic h  he  d e c la re d  th e  d ire c to r s  o f th e  
c o m p a n y  h a d  b e e n  g u ilty .
T h is  m em o ria l a l le g e d  th a t  th e  c o m p a n y  h a d  
issu ed  “ a b o u t  $ 1 ,4 7 0 ,0 0 0  o r  1 4 ,7 0 0  s h a re s  o f 
s to ck , on  w h ic h  th e  sum  o f $2 0  on  e a c h  s h a re  w a s  
a c k n o w le d g e d  to  h a v e  b een  p a id  — a m o u n tin g  
in all to  $ 3 1 4 ,0 0 0  —  w h e n  in t r u th  n o  su c h  a m o u n t 
h ad  b een  o r  w a s  e x p e c te d  to  b e  re c e iv e d , th e re  
h av in g  b e e n  o n ly  5 p e r  c e n t p a id  fo r th e  s to c k  
in s te a d  o f 20  p e r  c e n t, a n d  b u t  $ 7 8 ,5 0 0  r e ­
ce iv ed  in s te a d  o f $ 3 1 4 ,0 0 0 , a s  r e p re s e n te d  to  th e  
public  a n d  to  in d iv id u a ls ’. E v e n  th e  5 p e r  c e n t ’ 
sa id  to  h a v e  been  p a id  in w h e n  th e  C h a r te r  o r  
C e rtif ic a te  o f In c o rp o ra tio n  w a s  filed  a n d  p u b ­
lished  a t  th e  o rg a n iz a tio n  o f th e  C o m p a n y , w a s  
n o t a c tu a lly  p a id  in b y  so m e  o f  th e  m a n a g in g  D ir ­
ec to rs  a n d  m e m b e rs  o f  th e  E x e c u t iv e  C o m m itte e  
fo r  m a n y  m o n th s  a f te r  th a t  p e rio d . ’ I t w a s  fu r ­
th e r  a lle g e d  th a t  th e  b o o k s  o f th e  c o m p a n y  w e re
%
T H E  P A L IM P S E S T286
n o t  p r o p e r ly  k e p t  a s  r e q u ir e d  b y  law , a n d  th a t  b y  
c o llu s io n  w ith  so m e  o f th e  m a n a g e r s  o f  th e  co m ­
p a n y , th e  t r e a s u r e r  h a d  lo a n e d  la rg e  su m s o f 
m o n e y  to  m e m b e rs  o f  th e  e x e c u tiv e  c o m m itte e .
H e n r y  O ’R e illy , th e  o rg a n iz e r  o f  th e  c o m p a n y , 
lik e w ise  p e t i t io n e d  th e  le g is la tu re  to  in v e s t ig a te  
th e  p ro c e e d in g s  o f  th e  c o rp o ra t io n . H e  e x p re s s e d  
th e  o p in io n  th a t  a  th o ro u g h  in v e s t ig a t io n  “ w ill 
e x h ib it  a  r e m a rk a b le  d e g re e  o f  re c k le s s n e s s  in 
v io la t in g  c o d e s , la w s , c h a r te r s  a n d  c o n tr a c ts  ' . 
I n d e e d , h e  d e c la r e d ,  “ th e re  is s c a rc e ly  a n  im p o r ­
t a n t  p ro v is io n  o f  th e  C o d e  o f  Io w a  ( a p p lic a b le  to  
c o r p o r a t io n s ) ;  s c a rc e ly  a n  im p o r ta n t  p o in t  in  th e  
D e m o in e  Im p r o v e m e n t  L a w s', s c a rc e ly  a n  im p o r­
t a n t  p ro v is io n  in  th e  c o n tr a c ts  w h ic h  th e  C o m p a n y  
a g re e d  to  fu lfill; s c a rc e ly  a n  e s s e n tia l  p ro v is io n  in 
its  o w n  B y -L a w s , o r  e v e n  in th e  C h a r te r  w h ic h  
g a v e  it le g a l e x i s te n c e ; w h ic h  h a s  n o t b e e n  v io ­
la te d , a n d  v io la te d  w ith  re c k le s s n e s s  th a t  w ill 
fo rm  a  m e m o ra b le  f e a tu r e  in th e  h is to ry  o f  I o w a .”
In  J a n u a ry ,  1857 , E d w in  M a n n in g ,  th e  C o m ­
m is s io n e r  o f  th e  D e s  M o in e s  R iv e r  Im p ro v e m e n t, 
p r e s e n te d  to  th e  le g is la tu re  a n  e x te n s iv e  r e p o r t  in 
w h ic h  h e  s h o w e d  th a t  p r io r  to  th e  o rg a n iz a t io n  of 
th e  D e s  M o in e s  N a v ig a t io n  a n d  R a ilro a d  C o m ­
p a n y , th e  S ta te  th ro u g h  its  B o a rd  o f P u b lic  W o r k s  
h a d  c a r r ie d  o n  th e  im p ro v e m e n t p ro g ra m  fo r 
n e a r ly  s ix  y e a r s  a n d  h a d  e x p e n d e d  a b o u t $ 4 7 5 ,-
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0 0 0 . In  a d d it io n  to  th is , th e  N a v ig a t io n  C o m p a n y  
h a d  s p e n t  a  s u b s ta n t ia l  sum . In d e e d , h e  d e c la re d  
“a n  a g g r e g a te  o u t la y  o f  th e  S ta te  a n d  th e  C o m ­
p a n y , o f n e a r ly  E ig h t  H u n d r e d  T h o u s a n d  D o l­
l a r s ” h a d  b e e n  m a d e , a n d  c o m p a ra tiv e ly  little  h a d  
b een  a c c o m p lish e d .
In  1858 th e  G e n e ra l  A sse m b ly , fe e lin g  th a t  th e  
w h o le  p ro je c t  h a d  fa ile d , a u th o r iz e d  a  c o m m itte e  
to  m ak e  a  “ fu ll a n d  final s e tt le m e n t in th e  m a tte r . 
I t w a s  th e n  a g re e d  th a t  th e  c o m p a n y  sh o u ld  e x e ­
c u te  to  th e  S ta te  “ full re le a s e s  a n d  d is c h a rg e s  o f 
all c o n tra c ts ,  a g re e m e n ts  a n d  c la im s w ith  o r  
a g a in s t  th e  S t a t e ” , in c lu d in g  r ig h ts  to  w a te r  r e n ts  
a n d  th e  la n d s  c o n n e c te d  w ith  th e  im p ro v e m e n t 
e x c e p t su ch  a s  w e re  b y  th e  S ta te  s e c u re d  to  th e  
c o m p a n y . I t w a s  a lso  a g re e d  th a t  th e  S ta te  
sh o u ld  c e r t ify  a n d  c o n v e y  to  th e  c o m p a n y , all 
la n d s  g ra n te d  b y  C o n g re s s  in 1846  e x c e p t  th e  
la n d s  so ld  p r io r  to  D e c e m b e r  23 , 1853 . T h e  co m ­
p a n y  a g re e d  to  re le a se  a ll m a te r ia l  a n d  to  p a y  th e  
S ta te  th e  sum  o f $ 2 0 ,0 0 0  w ith  w h ic h  to  l iq u id a te  
e x is tin g  liab ilitie s . W h e n  th e se  t r a n s a c t io n s  w e re  
c o m p le te d , th e  c o m p a n y  w a s  to  b e  re le a s e d  from  
fu r th e r  o b lig a tio n s .
O n  M a y  3, 1858, R a lp h  P . L o w e , G o v e rn o r  o f 
Io w a , e x e c u te d  fo u r te e n  d e e d s  c o n v e y in g  to  th e  
c o m p a n y  th e  la n d s  in q u e s tio n . In  J a n u a ry , 1860. 
th e  G o v e rn o r  r e p o r te d  th a t  all t r a n s f e r s  h a d  b een
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e x e c u te d  a n d  a ll p a y m e n ts  m a d e  b y  th e  c o m p a n y . 
M e a n w h ile ,  s e t t le r s  c la im e d  t i t le  to  th e ir  fa rm s  
e i th e r  fro m  th e  S ta te  o r  th e  N a v ig a t io n  C o m p a n y . 
A  li t t le  la te r  r a i l r o a d s  ca m e , a ls o  c la im in g  title  
th r o u g h  th is  a r e a .  A s  a  re s u l t ,  la n d  ti t le s  w e re  in  
th e  c o u r ts  fo r  m a n y  y e a r s .
W i t h  th e  d is s o lu tio n  o f  th e  O ’R e illy  c o n tr a c t  
a n d  th e  a t te m p t  a t  s e t t le m e n t, h o w e v e r , th e  D e s  
M o in e s  R iv e r  Im p ro v e m e n t p ro je c t ,  a s  su c h , c am e  
to  a n  e n d . C o m m e n tin g  u p o n  th is  s i tu a tio n  y e a r s  
la te r ,  C y r e n u s  C o le  s a id :  “ T h e  S ta te  h a d  s p e n t  
te n  y e a r s  a n d  a  m illio n  d o l la r s  to  le a rn  th a t  p o li ­
t ic ia n s  a r e  n o t  t r a n s f o r m e d  in to  b u s in e s s  m en  b y  
b e in g  e le c te d  to  o ffices w ith  b ig  n a m e s .’ Io w a  
h is to r ia n s  w ill lo n g  re m e m b e r  th is  p ro je c t  a s  a  
p la n  th a t  fa ile d .
J. A . Swisher
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